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Extended Abstract

Introduction: This article examines how the aesthetics of Persian painting are
transmitted, transformed, and reactivated in the contemporary works of Shahzia
Sikander. Although artistic exchanges between Iran and the Indian Subcontinent
have deep historical roots, and stylistic affinities between Persian and Mughal
miniatures are well recognized, the semiotic mechanisms of meaning-making in
Sikander’s practice remain underexplored. Addressing this gap, the study ana-
lyzes three major works—The Scroll (1998), The Last Post (2010), and Ecstasy
as Sublime, Heart as Vector (2011)—to trace the reappearance and transforma-
tion of key Persian visual principles, including surface-oriented spatial organ-
ization, absence of linear perspective, multi-centered composition, decorative
rhythm, flattened color, and the symbolic logic of illumination. The research
asks which Iranian elements persist, how they are reinterpreted through con-
temporary and postcolonial contexts, and what new cultural meanings emerge.
It argues that Sikander activates Persian miniature logic as a living, generative
system for addressing identity, migration, gender, and power.

Methodology: This study employs a qualitative analytical-comparative
method based on close visual analysis and contextual interpretation. Primary
data include museum archives, high-resolution images, and the artist’s state-
ments. The analysis is grounded in Paris School discourse semiotics, examin-
ing works across sensory—perceptual, cognitive, and axiological dimensions
to trace meaning production. Postcolonial theory further frames the study
through Bhabha’s concepts of hybridity and in-between space and Spivak’s
notion of the subaltern. The purposive selection of The Scroll, The Last Post,
and Ecstasy as Sublime, Heart as Vector enables systematic cross-comparison
of Sikander’s contemporary reinterpretation of Persian miniature structures.
Findings: This study reveals that Shahzia Sikander’s engagement with Per-
sian painting operates as a dynamic interplay of historical continuity, stylis-
tic transformation, and discursive re-evaluation. Rather than treating Persian
visual strategies as static symbols, she reinterprets them through fragmented
spatial arrangements, layered temporalities, and hybridized visual vocabular-
ies, transforming miniature painting into an active tool for exploring memory,
identity, and postcolonial conditions.
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The Scroll (1998), developed as Sikander’s thesis at the National College of Arts,
Lahore, draws deeply on Persian visual logic—surface-based composition, flat
color, multi-centered spatial organization, and intricate architectural detail—while
repurposing these elements to depict domestic spaces, fragmented rooms, staircas-
es, and corridors. Sensory—perceptually, the viewer’s physical movement along the
scroll parallels the fluidity of the faceless female figure rendered in white gouache,
creating an embodied perceptual field. Cognitively, fractured architecture evokes
layered temporality and instability of identity, reflecting psychological fragmenta-
tion. Axiologically, the recurring female figure challenges patriarchal visual con-
ventions, embodying fluid, resistant postcolonial subjectivity.

The Last Post (2010), a digital animation, translates Persian miniature princi-
ples into a time-based medium, reconstructing the history of the British East
India Company. Animated figures emerge, dissolve, and collapse within mul-
ti-layered spaces inspired by Mogul and Persian aesthetics. Sensory—percep-
tually, floating layers, soft light, and atmospheric dissolution recall non-line-
ar depth and surface-oriented illumination. Cognitively, Sikander references
Mi‘raj imagery from Timurid and Safavid manuscripts, displacing religious
narratives toward a metaphorical critique of imperial rise and collapse. Ax-
iologically, the final dissolution of the “Company Man” through bursts of
color and movement visualizes the instability and destructive consequences
of colonial power, demonstrating that Persian miniature logic functions as a
discursive instrument for historical reinterpretation.

Ecstasy as Sublime, Heart as Vector (2011) further engages the Mi‘raj mo-
tif, destabilizing its conventional iconography. Mosaic-like fragments, float-
ing silhouettes, and shifting temporalities echo Iranian manuscript aesthet-
ics while challenging them. The faceless ascending figure, poised between
presence and absence, embodies Bhabha’s “third space,” representing hybrid,
unsettled subjectivity shaped by intercultural experience. Across these works,
Persian visual forms operate as instruments for articulating displacement,
transformation, and self-reconstruction, linking traditional aesthetics to con-
temporary conceptual, cultural, and postcolonial concerns.

Conclusion: The analysis demonstrates that Persian painting in Sikander’s
work transcends mere stylistic reference. Through a discurse semiotice lens,
Persian miniature principles function as perceptual, narrative, and value-gen-
erating tools, actively shaping contemporary meaning. Sikander transforms
these inherited forms to address gender, postcolonial identity, and cultural
hybridity, challenging fixed representational systems. This study confirms
that Persian miniature painting remains a dynamic, generative tradition, pro-
ducing new conceptual and aesthetic possibilities in global contemporary art.
Keywords: Persian Painting; Contemporary Pakistani Art; Shahzia Sikander;
Discurse Semiotics; Postcolonial Discourse
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Figure 3: Shahzia Sikander,Ecstasy as Sublime, Heart as Vector, 2016. Glass, stone, and

marble mosaic, Julis Romo RabinowitzandLouisA.Simpson International Building,Prince-
ton University, Princeton,New Jersey (URL 5).
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